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FOCUS:

LITERATURE

Many Good Trade Books (Plus) A School Library Media Center
(Equals) An Effective Reading Program
Patricia Jean Cianciolo
Professor of Children's Literature
Michigan State University
In his new science fiction entitled,

The Pale Invaders, G.R. Kesteven alerts
his readers to the importance of a literate
society. He also offers a unique glance at
how the human mind functions when
learning to read. How we recognize words
and their component parts and sounds
and even how we use context clues to
arrive at meanings of words we never
heard or read before. (The Pale Invaders
is a futuristic story about a secluded
village where only one person from each
generation is allowed to learn to read and
write. Only that person will be chosen as
the ruler of this communal society, only
he will know the Rules by which he must
govern his community and continue to
deliberately confine them mentally and
physically. Only he can know why the
Founders considered ignorance not so
much an absence of knowledge as a
defense against dangers. Kesteven dramatizes quite competently in this fine story
the turmoil one experiences when torn
between the wish to know and a fear of
what knowledge might bring).
Michele Murray in Nellie Cameron and
Irene Hunt in her most recent book, The
Lottery Rose, provide their young readers
an insightful glimpse in to the minds and
hearts of those who do not (in fact, cannot) learn to read because they feel so
very negatively about themselves. Michele
Murray's realistic novel is about a little
black girl who viewed "reading like a
mountain she could never see cross;"
Irene Hunt's story is a moving account
about Georgie who could not concentrate
on what was happening in the classroom
because he was too preoccupied with the
effects of the brutal abuses he suffered by
his mother's boyfriend and the blatant
and repeated rejections by some of his
teachers and peers. In both these junior
novels, we see how two unhappy children
are helped to view •themselves as admirable and worthy beings. We see how their
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teachers help them make great strides in
learning how to read. Each teacher uses
the child's own language for teaching the
various reading skills and each child learns
to read by reading topics that s/he considered important, relevant and worthy
os- his or her time and attention. Keep in
mind that these books are addressed to
children. Nonetheless, the authors' comments about some major barriers to learning to read plus the approaches to teaching reading which they obviously believe
in and recommend are worthy of consideration by every teacher interested in
really helping children to become competent readers. Furthermore, each author
in his or her own way emphasized through
the dialogue between their characters and
in the situations included in each of their
novels that the primary purpose of reading is to get meaning from the printed
word. Each author demonstrated that the
best way to accomplish this is through a
language that is not artificial, that approximates the total range of language, pertains to something of interest to the
reader and is within the realm of his experience or at least within his ability to
understand. Other than the child's own
experience stories what best meets these
criteria than the literature found in trade
books. It is in the language of literature
that one finds a significant apP.roximation
of the total range of language. 1 ·
Since the library (centralized school
library and public library) usually contains a wealth of this literature which
children can and will enjoy, does it not
follow that any good reading program
will involve a vital and maJOr use of the
school library holdings? There exists a
considerable amount of valid research
1 E. Brooks Smith, Kenneth Goodman and Robert Meredith, Language and Th inking in the
Elementary School. (Holt Rinehart & Winston,
Inc.) 1976, I?· 203

which demonstrates that a centralized
school library can be an important influence on the growth of reading abilities
and study habits of children. For example,
use of the school library holdings will
help children gain prowess in such areas
as critical reading, problem solving and
independent reading study, appreciative
and discriminating reading. If the teacher
shows that s/he cares about literature
and reading, if these fine books are made
accessible to the children, if the teacher
exemplifies that s/he thinks about that
which is read and provides opportunities
in which the children must think about
that which they have read, then the children too will become competent readers.
The right to read is a right due each and
every child. A right which is obviously
acknowledged by everyone involved in
the Right to Read projects now operating
throughout the United States.
Let us look briefly at some types of
trade books found in any good school
library, at some specific titles and a few
activities which one might offer children
for the purpose of helping them develop
into competent readers.
Critical Reading. Total reliance upon a
single book will retard the child's development as a critical reader. One must compare several sources (books with books,
books with magazines, books with films,
filmstrips or actual first hand experiences)
and this variety of reading material is
readily accessible in the centralized school
library. By thoughtful reading of a variety
of reading materials students will more
likely (1) learn to handle varying opinions
and/or conflicting facts on the same
topic, (2) learn to shift rates of reading in
terms of their purpose and their familiarity with the content of the selections,
(3) recognize an author's message in terms
of its validity, credibility and acceptability. Some specific critical reading activities would be: When young children are
involved in a career education curriculum,
they might compare and contrast such
picture books as Uptown by John Steptoe, Whrn I Grow Up by Lois Lenski,
What Can She Be? A Geologist, by Gloria
and Esther Goldreich ( or any others in
this series), and Girls Can Be Anything,
by Norma Klein. When reading these
books, they should give some thought to
such questions as: How are these books
alike? Different? What does each author
imply or actually state one's adulthood

will be like? Estimate the copyright date
of each book. Does the language used in
each book suggest the amount or kind of
education or background one usually
needs for each of these jobs or careers?
Middle grade pupils can identify the
characteristics that are unique to various
media by comparing and contrasting versions of the same story offered in a book
and a film or sound filmstrip. (Compare
the book version Staying Home Alone On
a Rainy Day by Chihiro Iwaski with the
sound filmstrip version of this same story
as offered in the Children's Literature
series (No. 105516-102304) McGraw Hill
Films.) Upper grade pupils can compare
the accounts, establish the authenticity
and/or respond to the points of view in
the following literary selections about
the experiences black people had when
they were on the slave ships in the ,
1700's and 1800's; Paula Fox's The Slave
Dancer, Julius Lester's To Be A Slave,
Alex Haley's Roots ( book or television
version) and James Forman 's So Ends
This Day.
Problem Solving and Independent
Reading Study Findings. Using the trade

books in the library, using the various
models, indexes, bibliographies and card
catalogues typically found in most school
library collections, make it possible for
young people to acquire specialized reading skills inherent in the problem solving
and study skills, i.e., knowing how to
locate, organize and evaluate facts found
in several sources. It has often been my
good fortune when visiting school libraries
to see the students use trade books and
reference books in their examination of
some problem in social studies, science or
career education. Children even as young
as eight, nine and ten years of age showed
some degree of proficiency in taking
notes, outlining, making bibliographies
and preparing reports. These children
also used with effectiveness such study
aids as maps, charts, graphs, diagrams
and tables as they read from the many
trade books that were accessible to them
in their libraries. I heartily recommend
that each school purchase for its professional library, Steps to Service. 2 - Mildred L. Nickel. It is a helpful and thoroughly informative handbook for the
teacher or the inexperienced and begin2 Mildred L. Nickel. Steps to Service. (American
Library Association,) 1975. 124 pages.
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by Robert O'Brien in Z for Zaccharia,
and Suzanne Martel in City Underground,
frightening and heartening. Both authors
suggest what may well happen were a
nuclear war to occur. Each author employs a different style of writing and each
offers thought provoking themes. Their
writing varies from one another not only
in terms of standards of craftsmanship
but in the breadth and depth of social
comment they are making and the intensity of emotional identification which the
authors will evoke from their readers.
One reader might well find the writing
style and the mood of Lucy Boston's new
book the Fossil Snake deft and polished
whereas another reader may deem this
short and easy-to-read fantasy about a
snake arising and growing from a fossil
thoroughly unconvincing.
Being able to discriminate among several books on the same or on different
topics is dependent upon easy access to
all kinds of literature, the classics and
the modern, the factual and the fictional,
prose and poetry, easy-to-read and hard
to read books, good and boring writing.
Research has established as fact the
extent to which a centralized school
library provides this variety of quality
literature, is under professional supervision
and is used by teachers and children
determines significantly the extent to
which children become critical readers,
independent on their study reading, competent in problem solving and appreciative and discriminating readers.

ning librarian or para-professionals who
need to learn more about the school
library media center. This publication
contains some practical and educationally
sound guidelines for operating the school
library media center and making the best
use of its resources so that students will
become independent and self-sufficient
in their studying and problem solving
tasks.
Appreciative and Discriminating Readers. An appreciative and discriminating

reader possesses several competencies.
More specifically, s/he recognizes and
enjoys quality literature, finds reading to
be a pleasure, reads thoughtfully, shows
increased diversity, maturity and sophistication in his or her reading interests and
tastes. S/he is independent in decisions
about what is declared as good or boring
writing and has the courage to say what
s/he likes and can often say why s/he
likes a piece of literature. This ability to
recognize and appreciate fine literature
does not occur by accident. It is based on
instinct, experience and association. To be
sure one's preferences are in part subjective and personal too, but discriminating
tastes result only when the reader over
the passage of time has read a great many
literary selections and exercises a certain
amount of objectivity about the reading
of the literature. A discriminating reader
compares the craftsmanship with which
authors write their stories; that is, s/he
recognizes when a literary piece is characterized by a freshness and when it amounts
to a stale cliche, when it amounts to a
new way of revealing an old truth about
the human condition (the subject of all
good literature).
If one is to promote appreciative and
discriminating reading the teacher must
know books for children and adults, s/he
must know students as individuals, ·recognize that each has a unique personality,
preoccupations, problems and reading interests. The teacher must make every
effort to use many trade books rather
than or at least in addition to textbooks
in the ongoing programs of the school.
S/he will use in this ongoing program
books that will provide students with
opportunities to eKamine their feelings.
and impressions about the books messages
or underlying themes. For example, students concerned with the present energy
crisis may find the futuristic statements
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